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Abstract 
This paper uses a dimensional and structural analysis of representations to discuss how teachers’ work is envisaged by a group of 
students of higher education who are studying to become teachers. Resulting from the research that was conducted there is a 
representation of teacher as a professional of education and knowledge and of teaching as a profession in which the instructional 
component is the permanent and core element whereas non-teaching activities are perceived as something which is not 
consolidated, except for the purpose of reinforcing the stable traits. The contents and the structure of such a representation 
question not only the role of training in terms of innovation but also the conditions under which changes are implemented.  
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1.  Introduction 
 
1.1. The teacher: a profession undergoing change 
 
Over the last decades the terms in which the teaching profession is exercised have undergone a major change. 
Additionally, the mission of the school is becoming increasingly extensive and complex. Teachers’ work, 
traditionally perceived in terms of teaching hours (Maroy, 2006), has changed to include several non-teaching 
activities such as managing and administrative activities among others. Two core ideas mentioned by Maroy seem to 
be confirmed by the present situation. On the one hand, the feeling that teachers are losing their sense of autonomy 
and that the working conditions are deteriorating, as seen in the “intensification, diversification and 
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complexification" of teacher’s work (more actual working hours, an increasingly complex and difficult management 
process, diversification of roles and tasks at school). On the other hand, the confirmation that the proposals of 
reformers are not always welcomed by teachers, starring attitudes and behaviours which have long been catalogued 
as "resistance" to change. 
1.2. Objectives of the paper 
The aim of this paper is to uncover the way future teachers foresee teachers’ work by addressing their 
representations. These representations are considered crucial for the interpretation and outline of the professional 
activity of teachers and for their role in guiding and supporting teacher action. In order to attain this objective the 
paper was structured around three different axes: Teacher’s work as social construction, the specific dimensions of 
teachers’ work and, finally, the changes that have occurred as a result of the consolidation of the concept of “school 
for the masses” Two activities took place simultaneously: on the one hand, the identification of the elements 
included in the representations of teachers’ work, which define its specific nature, as well as of the way they are 
organised;  on the other hand, the questioning of the influence that  the scientific contents conveyed by academic 
training has in the representations of these future teachers, of the orientation towards action seen in these 
representations and of the understanding of the specific characteristics that underlie the building of their professional 
identity.  
 
2. Methodology 
2.1. Definition and characterisation of the sample 
The subjects of the research were selected based on the direct relationship that the members of the research team 
had with their students. The subjects were 96 individuals who attended undergraduate degrees in Teaching.  Almost 
all were enrolled in the second academic year and most of them were women. The subjects attended the following 
courses: Childhood Education, Basic education (1st Cycle), Biology and Geology Education, Mathematics Education 
and Music Education.  
2.2. Outline of the research 
In this research paper there is a descriptive concern with the content of the representations, starting from its roots 
in the tradition developed by Denise Jodelet (2005), and resorting to the Central Nucleus Theory, originally used by 
Abric (2008). The aim is to know what is included in the representations that future teachers have of teachers’ work 
using two approaches: a dimensional approach, which includes the contents of the representation, its understanding 
as a “structured field of meanings, knowledge and information (Arruda, 2002, p. 140) and a structural approach, 
which focuses on the search for “elementary structures that are the core of the representation system around which it 
is organised” (Arruda, 2002, p. 140). Such an approach allows one to know the contents and the structure of the 
representation, while enabling the analysis of the processes underlying its formation, of its intrinsic logic and its 
possible transformation based on the discourse or the behaviour of the subjects (Sá, 1998). Throughout the paper an 
extensive characterization of the representations prevailed and one sought information in the behaviour and 
discourse of the participants. 
2.3. Information collection and processing 
Two instruments were used in the collection of the data used: the survey questionnaire and evocation/word 
association. The questionnaire embodied the dimensional component of the analysis and focused on how the 
subjects envisaged the factors that influence the learning of their future students, the motivation for teaching, their 
family and friends’ opinion regarding their career choice and the job which is closest to that of a teacher. The “free 
evocation technique” was developed according to the framework of the Central Nucleus Theory. The goal was to 
capture the structure of the social representations in the said nucleus. Initially, the individuals were asked to come up 
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with four words when they heard the terms “student”, “teacher” and “teaching”. Following, they were asked to 
choose and rank the two they considered to be most important. The processing of this data was done via the 
combination of two techniques. Firstly, using the content analysis (Bardin, 1995), the words recalled were gathered 
in homogenous categories. Later on, using these categories, a four-quadrant chart was built, i.e. a contingency table 
which combines, simultaneously, the frequency of such evocations (F) and the average order of evocation (aoe). 
This chart allows for the understanding of the content and structure of the representations. In it, each quadrant 
presents a set of words which might be placed closer or further in relation to the central nucleus of the representation 
(Cordeiro e Haddad ,2009, pp. 197-198). 
 
3. Results 
3.1. The profession today: a dimensional approach. 
The analysis resorts to two dimensions: one seeks to reveal the respondents’ expectations regarding their future 
work and the other the way they envisage some factors underlying their career choice.  
3.1.1 An optimistic projection into the future 
     The respondents hold a positive image of the academic performance of their future students: they transfer onto 
them the success that they once had, thus devaluing the complexity of the context in which teachers exercise their 
profession. The group they belong to is still the students’ group and not their reference group, i.e. the teachers’ 
group. Therefore, they seem to be protecting their own group identity, which includes a positive reconstruction of 
the past. This enables the individual to “build a morally positive image of the group they belong to and this image 
comes up in times of transition whenever identity is questioned (…) even when the empirical data shows the 
opposite of what is being recalled "(Sousa, Musis, Michels, Oak & Ens, 2007, p. 100). The answers provided 
indicate the central role of the teacher in promoting the academic success of students – they are responsible for 
appealing to and motivating students. 
3.1.2 Career choice and building an identity 
    The definition of the teachers’ identity starts before the pre-service training phase. However, this phase is pivotal 
in the building of what Dubar (2000) describes as “basic professional identity”:”pre-service training always leads to 
the development of a basic professional identity – resulting from the connection between the secondary socialisation 
it offers and primary socialisation –, which is related to the biographic transaction” (Pereira, Carolino & Lopes, 
2007, p. 193). The respondents appear to be motivated for becoming teachers. Several indicators mentioned by them, 
such as the willingness to innovate and seek new teaching methods, are part of the specific process of identity 
construction for this profession.  
3. 2. The structuring of social representations 
Social representations are social cognitive sets built around two subsystems: the central nucleus and the 
peripheral systems (Abric, 2008). In the first subsystem one may find the most stable and long-lasting elements of 
the representations which constitute its meaning. At this level, the elements associated with the object are 
appropriated by it and it also embodies the influences of the primary groups and of tradition in such a way that its 
elements are inclined towards homogenisation and resistance to change.  In turn, in the peripheral layers, one finds 
more flexible elements which articulate with the contexts as well as with the background and experiences of the 
respondents.  
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3.2.1 The student: learner and student.  
     According to the respondents, the student is mostly a learner and a student (figure 1). The core meaning of 
“student” seems to be in accordance with a traditional perspective regarding the teaching-learning process. The 
image that is collectively shared on the “student” focuses not so much on the current characteristics of the student 
body - cultural and social diversity – but mainly on their function, which is locked in time. First and foremost, these 
future teachers build a representation of the student based on what they think it shall be – learner and student. 
Additionally, this element allows one to structure and add meaning to the whole system of representations. 
 
aoe< 2,5 
Learner (54) 1,9 
Student (54) 2,2 
 
 
 
 
 
f>19,6 
aoe> 2,5 
Friend (20) 2,8 
Inactivity (21) 2,9 
Hard-working (27) 3,0  
Symbols (32) 2,9  
Teaching (38) 2,6 
 
 
 
f<19,6 
Affection (3) 1,7 
Responsibility (4) 2,0 
Disorganisation (9) 1,7 
Intelligence (10) 2,5 
Child (11) 2,5 
Teacher (12) 1,9 
Person (17) 1,9 
 
Future (1) 3,0  
Challenge (5) 3,6 
Happiness (15) 2,7 
 
 
Figure 1: Free associations arising from the word student: central nucleus and peripheral elements 
 
In the first peripheral area, despite the fact it is also present in the relational dimension (friend), there is a set of 
ideas that confirm the importance of the elements building the nucleus - inactivity, hard-working, symbols, teaching. 
On the one hand, there is a reinforcement of the meaning attributed to student by considering them to be passive (in 
line with the idea of learner) and hard-working (consistent with the idea of student); on the other hand, one adds 
elements pertaining to the context that the student is framed in, focused on school (symbolized by “backpacks”, 
“notebook”, “clothing”, “book”, “uniform”, “material”, “school uniform”) and on teaching as a formal activity. In 
the intermediate area one finds more heterogeneous ideas, either pointing towards the appreciation of the student as 
a unique being with certain competences (person, intelligence, responsibility) or towards a traditional perspective of 
education in which the student is mostly seen as a child. Finally, the feelings experienced with the word “student”, 
mainly relating to happiness, are sent to the second peripheral area.  
 
3.2.2 The teacher: who they teach and at school 
 
The set of words associated with “teacher” are consistent with the system of representations regarding the 
student. In this system there are two meanings which complement each other (figure 2): one, prevailing, highlighting 
the instructional component of teaching present in the association made to teaching and school – in the central 
nucleus – and to education and communicator, in the intermediate area; the other, highlighting the human relations 
component and appearing in the central nucleus via the association made with friend, is reinforced in the 
intermediate area (communication) and in the first peripheral area (affection). However, despite the central role 
played by the instructional component of teaching, associated with a traditional vision of the teaching profession, 
there is, in the first peripheral area, the idea of teacher-supervisor, which refers to a less conservative understanding 
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of the latter.  
 
 
 
aoe< 2,4  
 
Friend (16) 2,4 
Discipline (18) 2,3 
School (29) 2,4 
Teaching (42) (2,0) 
 
 
f>15,3 
aoe> 2,4 
 
 
Affection (22) 2,5 
Supervisor (26) 2,8 
Professional (27) 2,7 
Knowledge (27) 2,7 
f<15,3 
Intelligence (4) (1,5) 
Learning (5) 2,4 
Model (7) (2,0) 
Communicator (8) (2,0) 
Responsibility (10) 2,3 
Education (11) (2,0) 
Work (11) 2,3 
Communication (12) 2,3 
Students (14) 2,1 
 
 
Commitment (6) 3,3 
Negative aspects (10) 2,6 
Person (10) 2,7 
Symbols (11) 3,3 
Assessment (13) 3,0 
Vocation (14) 2,6 
 
 
 
Figure 2: Free associations arising from the word teacher: central nucleus and peripheral elements 
 
 
In the first peripheral area one highlights the teacher as a professional who holds the knowledge. These 
associations allow for the perception of a professional identity which is still being built. These words reveal their 
future job as being associated with the idea of having scientific and technical knowledge. Far from such 
representation is the association of the teaching profession with vocation, appearing in the second peripheral area.  
Some conservative traits are maintained in the students’ representations (Maroy, 2006), namely concerning the 
organisation of knowledge, of teaching and the focus on the disciplinary and intellectual component of the school 
curriculum.  
 
3.2.3 Teaching a class: teaching, interacting, professional activity  
 
    From the analysis of the free associations regarding the expression “Teaching a class” one perceives (Figure 3) 
the reinforcement of the dimensions associated with the representation of teacher aforementioned. In the central 
nucleus one sees the following associations to “Teaching a class”: a) the act of teaching (Teaching, traditional 
sense); b) a relational activity (Students, Interaction); c) a profession (Job). 
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aoe< 2,5 
 
Traditional sense (21) 2,5 
Interaction (29) 1,9 
Teaching (39) 1,7 
Job (41) 1,9 
Students (45) 2,3 
 
f>17,7 
aoe> 2,5 
 
Vocational project (20) 2,7 
School (27) 2,5 
Competence (40) 2,8 
 
 
f<17,7 
Children (5) 1,2 
Positive feelings (5) 1,8 
Negative feelings (6) 2,5 
Negative aspects (7) 2,0 
 
 
Assessment (3) 3,3 
Education (5) 3,4 
Knowledge (6) 2,8 
Patience (7) 2,9 
Dynamics (8) 3,0 
Contents (11) 2,7 
Learning (13) 3,0 
Symbols (15) 3,5 
 
 
Figure 3: Free associations regarding the expression Teach a class: central nucleus and peripheral elements 
 
Apparently, this is a conception that allows for the understanding of the stable traits of an identity. Its main 
sources of meaning are the central role played by individual work within the classroom, the relationship with the 
students and the professional nature of teaching. The peripheral areas of the representation highlight such conception. 
In the 1st and 2nd areas, there is a reinforcement not only of the importance and resistance of the classroom as a core 
spatiotemporal teaching unit and showcase for the teacher’s individual autonomy (School, education, symbols) but 
also of the professional nature of Teacher’s work (Competence, knowledge). In the first peripheral area, one stands 
out the highlight given to the idea of “teaching a class” as a vocational project. Taking into consideration that the 
association of “teacher” with vocation had already appeared in the second peripheral area, one might conclude that 
these future teachers specifically wish to teach and this somehow contradicts the present scenario of 
complexification of teachers’ work. This aspect may be clarified by Lortie’s (1975) idea regarding the distinctive 
feature of teacher training: throughout their educational path students have had the opportunity to observe several 
professionals; from this “observational learning” they might not realise that the work of a teacher is not limited to 
the image that they have built as students.  
 
4. Discussion 
 
From the analysis of the data it is clear that the construction of an identity for teacher, represented by students, 
cannot be separated from the building of the contents and structure of teachers’ work. Both of them derive from 
social and political discourse as well as from teachers’ own dynamics in addition to the specific training of a group 
which will be exercising the teaching profession in the near future. In the process of building the identity of the 
teachers as “a source of meaning” for the community they belong to, that identity cannot be separated from the 
content of teacher action. This is shown not only in the representations regarding future students and in the 
motivation and social representations of the teaching profession but also in the evocations that were analysed.  
 
4.1 The real identity of students – an identity undergoing change 
 
    These future teachers are part of a group of students with a long educational path. This might lead to a strong 
identity bond with the students’ group, not taking into account the complexity of the context in which the teaching 
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profession is exercised. This conclusion is drawn based on the positive image regarding the school performance of 
future students, the optimistic motivation for teaching and, finally, the central role played by the meaning of learner 
and student in the associations made with the word “student”.  
 
4.2 The building of a basic professional identity 
 
     In the representation of teacher there are some stable traits: Work as a place where an identity is built and an 
identity which is associated with an idea of work perceived as interpretive key of the definition of teacher (Lawn, 
2000). The initial phase of the respondents’ training path outlines the construction of their basic professional identity. 
In the representations of teacher and their work there are several conservative traits which confer stability, namely 
those associated with “school structure and individual work”, the idea of “teacher as an autonomous performer in 
their classroom”, the “profession of intellectual and disciplinary nature” (Maroy, 2006). Simultaneously, there is a 
representation of teacher not very receptive to the inclusion in their common task structure of tasks which are 
associated with non-teaching activities at school and tasks that occur in extra-school environments, as is the case of 
free time activities. The weight of the traditional representation of being a teacher is therefore forced upon students. 
This enables one to understand why it is difficult to include elements which are perceived as being essential for the 
professional performance of the teacher and for the implementation of changes. Therefore the questioning of the role 
played by pre-service training in innovation at a sociological and educational level should not be discarded.  
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